The Galilean Women of Luke 8:1–3 by Natividad, Maria Lucia C.
2
Natividad, “The Galilean Women of Luke 8:1–3”
The Galilean Women of 
luke 8:1–3
Maria Lucia C. Natividad
ABSTRACT
This paper makes a case for the Galilean women of Luke 8:1–3 as a 
paradigm of Christian discipleship. The summary passage, 8:1–3, is 
interpreted in relation to two accounts that frame it—the story of the 
unnamed woman at the house of Simon the Pharisee (7:36–50) and 
the Parable of the Sower (8:4–8)—and to the death and resurrection 
narrative (22–24). From an analysis of these passages, the women will 
be shown as epitomizing the meaning of discipleship.
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There is some debate on the treatment of women in the gospel of Luke. On 
the one hand, some scholars claim that women are not favorably presented.1 
Whenever women are mentioned, there is usually a reference to some negative 
aspect of their person. They are, for example, possessed by evil spirits or ill, 
conditions suggesting that they are “weak and sinful.” Moreover, their role in 
Jesus’s ministry is said to be limited to that of being benefactors, providing 
financial aid and service to Jesus and the Twelve.2 When the women proclaim 
1See, for example, Mary Rose D’Angelo, “Women in Luke-Acts: A Redactional View,” 
Journal of Biblical Literature 109, no. 3 (Fall 1990): 441–61; Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, 
Discipleship of Equals (London: SCM Press, Ltd., 1993); Elisabeth Tetlow, Women and Ministry 
in the New Testament (New York: Paulist Press, 1980); Elisabeth Moltmann-Wendel, The Women 
around Jesus (New York: Crossroad, 1987).
2Schüssler Fiorenza, Discipleship of Equals, 114. 
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the empty tomb to the male disciples (Luke 24:9–11), they are perceived 
as passive proclaimers who do not understand the content of the message 
or they are simply taken as “errand girls.”3 Luke also seems to suppress the 
more dominant position given to women and to reduce them to subordinate 
posture. For example, Luke portrays Mary as a student who has to be seated 
at the Lord’s feet to listen and learn from him (10:38–42) while the men take 
on the leadership roles in community (6:6–12).
However, a good number of the Lukan scholars believe that Luke gives 
women more credit than was initially thought.4 They tend to see the women as 
evidence of the inclusiveness of Jesus’s ministry, with some even positing Jesus 
as “history’s first feminist.”5 According to these scholars, the women make 
valuable contributions to Jesus’s ministry. The form of service rendered by the 
women “demonstrates the equality of women and men in a larger context.”6 
Both the women and men are called together to discipleship and to testify to 
the Kingdom of God. Luke repeatedly puts the women alongside the men in 
varied ministries. There are instances when the women of Luke 8:2–3 serve in 
a similar fashion as the men in Acts 6:2 who “wait on the table.” The women’s 
“service (diēkonoun 8:3) to Jesus and the Twelve may be a prototype of the 
deaconess (diakonos) found later in the Church.”7
This paper adds to the debate by offering a reading of Luke 8:1–3 that 
highlights the discipleship roles of the Galilean women mentioned therein. 
This passage invites such an analysis, for of the four gospels, only Luke has 
this detail.8 The analysis of the verses, however, includes a discussion of two 
3Turid Karlsen Seim, The Double Message: Patterns of Gender in Luke-Acts (Edinburg: T&T 
Clark, 1994), 150.
4See, for example, E. Earle Ellis, The Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 
1981); Robert J. Karris, “The Gospel according to Luke,” in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, 
ed. Raymond E. Brown, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, and Roland E. Murphy (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice 
Hall, 1990), 675–721; Robert J. Karris, “Women and Discipleship in Luke,” Catholic Biblical 
Quarterly 56, no. 1 (January 1994): 1–20; Jane Kopas, “Jesus and Women: Luke’s Gospel,” 
Theology Today 43, no. 2 (July 1986): 192–202; Francis Moloney, Woman: First among the Faithful 
(Notre Dame: Ave Maria, 1986); Constance Parvey, “The Theology and Leadership of Women 
in the New Testament,” in Religion and Sexism: Images of Woman in the Jewish and Christian 
Traditions, ed. Rosemary Radford Ruether (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1974), 117–49; 
David L. Tiede, Luke (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1988); Ben Witherington, “On 
the Road with Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna and other Disciples—Luke 8:1–3,” Zeitschrift 
für die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 70 (1979): 243–48.
5Parvey, “The Theology and Leadership of Women in the New Testament,” 137–38.
6Kopas, “Jesus and Women: Luke’s Gospel,” 196.
7Ellis, The Gospel of Luke, 124.
8See Tiede, Luke, 164.
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accounts that frame it: the story of the unnamed woman at the house of 
Simon the Pharisee (7:36–50) and the Parable of the Sower (8:4–8). The 
one clarifies the motives of the women mentioned in the verses, and the other 
draws out the implications of their actions. Finally, the paper examines the 
presence of the women of Luke 8:2–3 at Calvary, at Jesus’s entombment, and 
on the first Easter morning. In these incidents is shown the meaning of true 
discipleship. Ultimately, the paper shows that the women identified in Luke 
8:1–3 serve as a paradigm of Christian discipleship. The paper thus reinforces 
Rosalie Ryan’s claim that “Galilean women disciples provide a better model 
of faithful, active, full discipleship for [all] in the Church” against those who 
limit the position of women in the Church to “Biblical figures like Eve as a 
sinful prototype or Sarah as a strong matriarch.”9
DISCIPLESHIP
An appreciation of the Galilean women requires first a brief account 
of discipleship as found in Luke. Jesus’s sayings involving discipleship 
are principally found in these passages: Luke 9:23–26; 14:26–27, 33; 
and 22:25–27.10
In the first, Jesus tells the would-be disciple to “deny himself and take 
up his cross daily and follow me” (9:23). In the second, he repeats the point 
about carrying one’s cross, adding that one cannot be his disciple unless one 
gives up all possessions. One also has to “hate” earthly relations, whether with 
parent, sibling, or spouse, and “even his own life” (14:26).
While the two passages elaborate on the cost of discipleship, the third 
passage points to the purpose of discipleship. The disciples argue about 
who among them has claim to be the greatest. Jesus’s response expresses an 
inversion of values: “And he said to them, ‘The kings of the Gentiles exercise 
lordship over them; and those in authority over them are called benefactors. 
But not so with you; rather let the greatest among you become as the youngest, 
and the leader as one who serves. For which is the greater, one who sits at 
table, or one who serves? Is it not the one who sits at table? But I am among 
you as one who serves’” (22:25–27). This reversal is underpinned by what 
Jesus, quoting Isaiah, proclaimed as his mission: “The Spirit of the Lord is 
9Rosalie Ryan, “The Women from Galilee and Discipleship in Luke,” Biblical Theology 
Bulletin 15 (1985): 59.
10All quotations from the Bible are taken from the Revised Standard Version.
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upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He 
has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the 
blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable 
year of the Lord” (4:18–19).
In sum, discipleship is an all-encompassing commitment to follow 
Jesus in his mission of loving service. It is a way of life that runs counter to 
the customary and that rejects self-interest. Whoever loses his life for the 
sake of Christ and the gospel will save one’s life, as is written in Luke 9:24. 
Discipleship involves hearing the Word and living out the demands of the 
Word—the cross is to be taken up “daily.”
What is peculiar, however, is that in the second passage mentioned above 
Luke adds the wife to the list of family members that must be left behind 
by the male disciples. The idea is repeated in Luke 18:29. This gives the 
impression that radical discipleship demanded by Jesus is meant only for men. 
How do the Galilean women fare?
INTRODUCING THE WOMEN OF LUKE 8:1–3
Luke 8:1–3 is a summary passage on Jesus’s travel in Galilee. It begins 
with the phrase “soon afterward.” The words indicate a transition in the story 
of Jesus’s journey. He has been traveling for some time with the Twelve and 
is once again depicted as moving through cities and villages in the region of 
Galilee to herald the good news of the reign of God. Jesus is accompanied by 
“some women” (8:2).
The first woman identified is Mary, called Magdalene. Her healing was 
the most dramatic; from her were cast out no fewer than seven demons (8:2). 
Jo-an′na is identified next; she is “the wife of Chu′za, Herod’s steward” (8:3a). 
Susanna (8:3b) comes last on the list. She appears only in this verse of the 
gospel, but she must have been significant to be mentioned by name.
The few details that Luke includes in these verses are telling of 
discipleship. First, the very fact that the women comprise the second section 
of Jesus’s traveling band is significant. Women’s journeying with a rabbi or 
a master was something unprecedented among the Jews. The presence of 
the women among Jesus’s traveling band would have been unsettling. Jesus 
is breaking social barriers by creating a community that is not based on 
gender; but by entering that community these women are equally breaking 
the rhythm of living. While these women have “the freedom to travel and 
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access to their own funds,”11 their prolonged contact with males outside of 
their families threatens their honor and that of their families.
Jo-an′na’s case is instructive of the commitment demanded of discipleship. 
Following the conventional manner of describing women, Luke f irst 
identifies her by referring to her husband (“Jo-an′na, the wife of Chu′za, 
Herod’s steward”). During Jesus’s time a married woman was thought of 
as belonging to her husband’s household and as being inserted into his set 
of kinship relations. For Jo-an′na to leave her husband and home would 
have been a public scandal. Worse, some of Jesus’s companions are not even 
conventionally respectable.
Moreover, by virtue of her marriage to Chu′za, Jo-an′na belongs to the 
aristocratic and well-off members of society; she is a woman of wealth and 
influence living in what Moltmann-Wendel considers an “atmosphere of lust, 
caprice, wealth and whim, indifference and open curiosity.”12 By following 
Jesus, she gives up material comforts for a precarious and lowly existence. 
Significantly, at the end of the gospel, Jo-an′na is mentioned again, but she 
is no longer identified with her husband (24:10) but with the other women, 
Mary Magdalene and Mary, the mother of James.
So far the Galilean women illustrate the theme of carrying one’s cross. 
The verses end by sounding another theme about discipleship. In verse 3, 
the women and “many others”13 are said to be providing for Jesus and the 
Twelve (“provided for them out of their means”). An appreciation of this 
passage in relation to discipleship demands an analysis of the terms: the 
action, “provided”; the object of the action, “for them”; and the phrase “out 
of their means.” 
The Greek word for “provided” is diakonein. It means to serve, with a 
clear echo of the original meaning “to wait at table.”14 Because it was slaves or 
servants who were tasked to wait at table, the act was considered lowly. Critics 
11Amy-Jill Levine, The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus 
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2006), 143.
12Moltmann-Wendel, The Women around Jesus, 136. According to Joseph A. Fitzmyer, the 
name Chu′za is “found in the Nabatean and Syrian inscriptions,” the fact suggesting “an Aramean 
connection” (The Gospel according to Luke [I–IX] [New York: Doubleday & Co, Inc., 1981], 698).
13The phrase “many others” is in the feminine form in Greek, so these too are women. See 
Justo L. Gonzalez, Luke (Louisville: Westminister John Knox Press, 2010), 103.
14Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, 
trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: William Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1964), 
2:84. St. Stephen was selected to distribute food and wait on tables (see Acts 6:1–6).
7
Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia 6.2 (2016): 2–18
point to this fact when they discredit those who highlight the prominent role 
of women among the disciples in Luke’s gospel. But while service is easily 
associated with enslavement, Jesus reveals and brings forth a new dimension 
to the word diakonein, deviating from Greek and Jewish conceptions.15 As 
evinced in his discourse on greatness quoted earlier, Jesus institutes a new 
pattern of relationship that is not about being served but about serving others: 
the greatest is not the one who is at the table but the one who serves.
Moreover, in the context of Jesus’s community, the essence of “provided” 
is broader than just literally waiting at table. The word can mean the giving 
of oneself for another (9:24). It is a commitment to serve others patterned 
after Jesus’s own self-offering. His ministry has been one of healing; later, he 
will give up his life so others may live. Thus, the word “provide” can refer to 
all kinds of sacrificial activity, even to the point of death emanating from love 
for others. As Jesus’s self-emptying love liberates people from sin and death, 
the women’s service can be life giving for them and for others.
The enslavement of women is a common problem associated with their 
service. Jesus reveals and brings forth a new dimension of the meaning of the 
word diakonein that corrects this misunderstanding: “By exalting service and 
relating it to love of God, Jesus both sets forth a completely different view 
from that of the Greeks and purifies the Jewish concepts.”16 Jesus institutes a 
new pattern of relationship that is not about being served but serving others. 
The true essence of provided is a commitment to serve others patterned after 
Jesus’s own self-offering. 
One may add that the service is not homogenous. Luke Timothy 
Johnson observes that the women of Luke 8:1–3 do not present a coherent 
prescription between authentic Christian living and the sharing of wealth and 
property. The sharing of possessions will be as diverse as the situations of life 
themselves. A Christian disciple’s task is to discern in specific circumstances 
how possessions are to be shared, or in Johnson’s words, “Herein lies the 
freedom that is proper to the life of faith.”17
As for the object of the action, service can be directed either to Jesus alone 
(auto) or to Jesus and the Twelve (autois). Scholars are divided. However, 
15Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, 
trans. and abr. in one vol., Geoffrey M. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1992), 153.
16Ibid.
17Luke Timothy Johnson, Sharing Possessions: What Faith Demands (Grand Rapids: William 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2011), 107.
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the majority interpretation is that the action is directed to autois, referring 
to Jesus and the Twelve.18 The internal evidence in Luke’s gospel favors the 
reading that the women directed their service to Jesus and the Twelve (autois). 
As Collins observes, “Curiously Luke seems to have avoided stating that 
ministrations at the table were directed exclusively at the Lord. . . . There is no 
scene in Luke where the master is the centre of such attention at the table.”19 
When Jesus dines at the house of Mary and Martha, he rejects Martha’s 
hospitality that was directed solely at him (10:40).
Finally, what does “out of their means” signify? It can be initially 
interpreted simply as material support, something that the women, especially 
Jo-an′na, are in a position to give. (Despite Jesus’s call to abandon everything, 
Luke seems to approve of wealth being used for the benefit of others and for 
the advancement of the kingdom, for instance, in 16:10–12 and in 19:1–10.20)
The condition of the disciple is encapsulated in the life pattern of the 
Galilean women in Luke 8:1–3. They have given up a comfortable and 
respectable existence in order to follow Jesus, giving of themselves and of 
their material goods in the process. The women’s actions of service directed at 
Jesus and the Twelve exemplify the theme of discipleship as service described 
earlier. Their deeds during the time of Jesus’s ministry prepare them for their 
crucial role as witnesses at Calvary (Luke 23:49) and at the empty tomb 
(Luke 24:10).
LUKE 8:1–3 IN RELATION TO ITS FRAME 
The description of the women is framed by two episodes. What do 
these reveal about the meaning of the women’s discipleship? The story of the 
unnamed woman who shows great love to Jesus (7:36–50) dramatizes what is 
implied in Luke 8:1–3 about what is at the root of discipleship. The Parable 
of the Sower (8:4–8) allegorizes the women’s role as disciples.
18Karris mentions Carla Ricci’s important monograph on Luke 8:1–3. See Karris, “Women 
and Discipleship in Luke,” 6.
19John Collins, Diakonia: Re-interpreting the Ancient Sources (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1990), 245.
20Greg W. Forbes and Scott D. Harrower, Raised from Obscurity: A Narratival and Theological 
Study of the Characterization of Women in Luke-Acts (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2015), 91.
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The Woman Who Shows Great Love (Luke 7:36–50)
Luke 7:36–50 begins with an unnamed Pharisee inviting Jesus to dine 
with him in his house. A Pharisee playing host to Jesus is a frequent context 
for Jesus’s controversial teaching. In this account there is no motive stated 
for the invitation, but perhaps having heard about Jesus, the Pharisee desires 
to honor this important person or simply wants to figure out for himself 
Jesus’s identity.
Jesus is received at the Pharisee’s table (v. 36). Following the Greco-
Roman practice, Jesus reclines on the couch. He rests on his left elbow, his 
face to the food.21 Luke reports that “a woman of the city, who was a sinner, 
when she learned that he was at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an 
alabaster flask of ointment, and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, 
she began to wet his feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her 
head, and kissed his feet, and anointed them with the ointment” (vv. 37–38). 
The Pharisee says to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would have 
known who and what sort of woman this is who is touching him, for she is 
a sinner” (v. 39).
The host’s reaction is understandable within the discourse of the law. 
A sinner is in a state of ritual impurity. Marked by their piety and strict 
religious observances, the Pharisees do not associate or touch sinners lest they 
be defiled. By touching Jesus, the woman has defiled him. Jesus, however, 
does not reprimand the woman. Doing away with cultural prejudices, Jesus 
does not send the woman away and instead establishes community with the 
woman. Snyder Belousek’s interpretation is that “in this way, God’s salvation 
through Jesus is both spiritual (forgiveness) and social (inclusion).”22
Jesus knows not only the woman’s heart but also the Pharisee’s thoughts.23 
Jesus addresses the host not by his office but by his name, Simon, who in turn 
calls Jesus, “Teacher” (v. 40). Acting with the authority of a teacher, Jesus tests 
Simon: He invites Simon to make a judgment about the two debtors. One 
owes five hundred denarii, and the other fifty (v. 41). Although neither debtor 
can pay his debt, the moneylender forgives them both. Jesus asks Simon which 
21Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke (I–IX), 688.
22Darrin W. Snyder Belousek, Good News: The Advent of Salvation in the Gospel of Luke 
(Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2014), 87. See also Karris, “The Gospel according to 
Luke,” 697.
23Luke Timothy Johnson, The Gospel of Luke (Collegeville, Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 
1991), 127.
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of the debtors will love the moneylender more. Simon responds, “The one, 
I suppose, to whom he forgave more” (v. 43). Jesus approves of his answer.
Jesus then applies the parable to the current situation. He contrasts 
Simon’s lack of hospitality with the unnamed woman’s effusive generosity. 
In Jesus’s parable the debtor who owes the smaller sum is Simon. Being a pious 
and religious person, Simon’s fundamental attitude is that since his sin is quite 
small, he has little need for forgiveness. Jesus drives home the corollary of 
that attitude: that Simon thus shows little love. Jesus then enumerates Simon’s 
shortcomings as host (vv. 44–46) and remarks to him of the woman, “Her 
sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much” (v. 47).
This verse introduces a problem, with implications on the meaning of 
discipleship: are the woman’s many sins forgiven because she has loved much, 
or is the woman’s love the effect of the forgiveness? Is her love the basis of 
forgiveness or the consequence?24 The solution that some scholars provide is to 
posit that Jesus and the woman have met before the encounter at the Pharisee’s 
house occurred, a possibility suggested by two details in the text. First, the cue 
for her to enter the Pharisee’s house uninvited is that “she learned that he was 
at table in the Pharisee’s house” (v. 37). Second, she is already overcome with 
emotion even before Jesus sees her. In the New Revised Standard Version, the 
phrase “her sins, which are many, are forgiven” is rendered “Her sins, which 
were many, have been forgiven” (v. 47). 
Following that line of interpretation, the woman’s actions of washing, 
kissing, and anointing are an expression of her gratitude to Jesus for his 
releasing her from guilt and disgrace, not the condition or payment for her 
being forgiven. The scene demonstrates the point that the more forgiveness 
that one receives, the more gratitude one shows in return. 
The episode, then, dramatizes the process of discipleship—that of 
love and reciprocation. The unnamed woman and the Galilean women 
(Luke 7:36–50 and Luke 8:2–3) are an image of disciples who because of 
the experience of salvation (i.e., of their being healed and shown mercy) 
reciprocate Jesus’s show of love.
24See Edward Schweizer, The Good News according to Luke (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1984), 
140. See Moloney, Women: First among the Faithful, 68; John J. Kilgallen, “John the Baptist, the 
Sinful Woman, and the Pharisee,” Journal of Biblical Literature 104, no. 4 (December 1985): 675–
79; Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke (I–IX), 686–87, 692; Karris, “The Gospel according to 
Luke,” 697; Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, 128; Robert C. Tannehill, Luke (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1996), 135; Thomas Esposito, Jesus’ Meals with Pharisees and Their Liturgical Roots (Roma, 
Gregorian Biblical Press, 2015), 102.
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The Parable of the Sower (Luke 8:4–8)
The story of the Galilean women (Luke 8:1–3) is immediately followed 
by the Parable of the Sower. The Lukan version of the parable puts more 
significance on the sowing of the seed, the Word of God, than on the sower 
(cf. Mark 4:1–9); hence, the parable can be entitled “The Parable of the 
Sowed Seed.”25
Jesus tells this parable before a crowd: “A sower went out to sow his seed; 
and as he sowed, some fell along the path, and was trodden under foot, and 
the birds of the air devoured it. And some fell on the rock; and as it grew up, 
it withered away, because it had no moisture. And some fell among thorns; 
and the thorns grew with it and choked it. And some fell into good soil and 
grew, and yielded a hundredfold” (8:5–8a). The accepted interpretation is 
that the seed that yielded fruit a hundredfold illustrates the success of Jesus’s 
preaching: “despite the obstacles that attend the sowing and growth of the 
seed the message will be heard and abundantly accepted.”26 
For Karris, this parable “spins out many a lesson about the meaning of 
discipleship.”27 As mentioned earlier, discipleship involves hearing the Word 
and realizing that Jesus’s teachings about God’s kingdom relate to everyday 
Christian living. The parable depicts the kind of response from the disciples 
who hear the parables on the Kingdom of God and act on them.
Given that the Parable of the Sower immediately follows Luke 8:1–3, 
Forbes and Harrower contend that “it is hard to avoid the comparison of the 
women to the good soil.”28 Other scholars agree. Mary Magdalene, Jo-an′na, 
Susanna, and the other women embody what happens when the sower sows 
seed in good soil: it eventually produces abundant fruit.29 If, indeed, the 
Galilean women are to be taken as the seed that fall on good soil, then they 
are the prototype of discipleship. They hear the word of God and appropriate 
it in their life. The women’s restoration to health and right relationships 
calls for great love, which they then demonstrate by providing for Jesus and 
the community of disciples out of their resources (Luke 8:3). In short, the 
Galilean women not only listen to Jesus’s word but also witness to his teaching 
on true discipleship that involves service (Luke 22:24–27).
25Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke (I–IX), 700.
26Ibid., 702.
27Karris, “The Gospel according to Luke,” 697. 
28Forbes and Harrower, Raised from Obscurity, 92.
29Witherington, “On the Road with Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna and other 
Disciples—Luke 8:1–3,” 243.
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Nowhere is the women’s witnessing to the Word more evident, however, 
than in the Passion and Resurrection account.
THE GALILEAN WOMEN IN THE PASSION, DEATH, AND 
RESURRECTION NARRATIVES (LUKE 23:48–24:11)
The Galilean women are once again mentioned toward the end of Luke. 
They play a pivotal role during Jesus’s passion, death, and resurrection, 
functioning as “the eyewitness link between these critical events.”30 They 
have remained in the background of Jesus’s ministry, but at this point of the 
gospel they step forward to play their decisive role in the events ensuing from 
Jesus’s death.
After Jesus dies, Luke reports that crowds return home “beating their 
breasts” (Luke 23:48), a sign of mourning for the death of a loved one.31 He 
continues: “And all his acquaintances and the women who had followed him 
from Galilee stood at a distance and saw these things” (v. 49).
Given that Luke typically refers to the male disciples as “the Twelve” 
or “the eleven” (see Luke 8:1; 9:1; 9:12; 18:31; 22:3; 22:47; and 24:33), it 
is telling that he uses “all his acquaintances” here. Were the male disciples 
away? It would seem that this chapter of the gospel describes the failures of 
Jesus’s male disciples: Judas’s betrayal (22:1–6, 47–48); their squabbling 
over who is the greatest among them (22:24–30); their sleeping instead of 
praying that they may not come into the time of trial (22:39–46); and Peter’s 
triple denial of Jesus (22:54–62). Their absence, then, would seem to be the 
logical conclusion.32
What is certain is that the women are the only witnesses from among 
Jesus’s evangelical travelling companions to Jesus’s death and burial. 
Luke 23:50–55 narrates Jesus’s burial in a tomb provided by Joseph of 
Arimathea, a member of the Sanhedrin, with the women witnessing the 
proceedings. Then, the women return home to rest, and as soon as the Sabbath 
30Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, 385.
31Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke (X–XXIV) (New York: Doubleday & 
Company, Inc., 1981), 1520. See Johnson, The Gospel of Luke, 382.
32Fitzmyer, The Gospel according to Luke (X–XXIV), 1520, seems to be alone in presuming 
that that some of the male disciples were present.
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is over they prepare spices and ointments for Jesus’s anointing (23:56). They 
will perform one last act of devotion regardless of the danger involved.33
Taking the work attended to by no one, the women make their way to 
his grave at the crack of dawn and as soon as the sun has risen on the first 
day of the week. The women bring with them the fragrant oils with which to 
anoint his body. Upon reaching the tomb they see that the stone that covered 
the tomb has been rolled away, and that Jesus’s body is no longer there. The 
women are puzzled (24:1–4a).
Luke reports that two men in dazzling clothes appear next to them.34 
The men tell them: “Why do you seek the living among the dead? Remember 
how he told you, while he was still in Galilee, that the Son of man must be 
delivered into the hands of sinful men, and be crucified, and on the third 
day rise” (vv. 5–7). The women should have known that Jesus would not 
be among the dead; their gaze must be directed away from the tomb. Luke 
reports that the women remember what Jesus told them (v. 8).
They act upon their remembering. Luke does not say that the women 
are instructed or commissioned to proclaim the Easter message to the eleven 
and the rest (24:9), but even without a command to deliver the message, the 
women go to the eleven to tell them the good news. There is no hesitation, 
confusion, or fear. Their faithful following of and service to the pre-Easter 
Jesus lead them to be the first proclaimers of the Easter message. This is the 
women’s most significant role in the entire gospel.
Luke’s resurrection narrative of the empty tomb and of the proclamation 
of the good news to the eleven is interrupted by the list of the women’s names 
(24:10). Mary Magdalene is the foremost figure in the tomb story, and she is 
followed by Jo-an′na. Susanna is not included, but Mary the mother of James, 
mentioned in Mark 16:1, has been added to the list (Luke 24:10). There are 
other women besides the three named. 
The mention of the names of the women accentuates the contrast between 
the women and the male disciples. Upon their return from the tomb, the 
women inform the eleven and the rest about the empty tomb. Unfortunately, 
the news is received with disbelief (24:11). Even so, the women are unafraid 
to proclaim the news. Given that women were considered less credible than 
33However, the women’s action, although an act of devotion, seems to indicate that the 
women are not “prepared to receive the stunning surprise of the empty tomb, since they have 
to prepare spices and perfumes for their part in the burial of Jesus” (Francois Bovon, Luke 3: A 
Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 19:28–24:53 [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2012], 329).
34The two men who appeared in dazzling clothes were like angels and reminiscent of the two 
men, Moses and Elijah, at the transfiguration (Luke 9:30).
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the men and that only men were acceptable as witnesses (Acts 1:21–22), Luke 
seems to be giving the Galilean women a special role. For Witherington, 
“the women are treated not as emissaries to the disciples who are worthy of 
receiving special revelation about Jesus.”35 The reaction of the male disciples 
hardly puts the women in the bad light. The women reveal courage and 
strength amid adversity.
Peter is “only a partial exception” among the men.36 He runs to the tomb 
and finds nothing but the wrappings. He is amazed at what has happened 
(24:12) and returns home and, unlike the women, does not seem to do 
anything about what he has seen. He does not confirm their message of 
resurrection. Peter’s silence implicitly affirms the other male disciples’ failure 
to comprehend the women’s message; this contrast only highlights the 
significance of the women’s discipleship role in the gospel.
A disciple commits one’s life to Jesus. The narrative in chapters 22–24 
depicts the women as having made such a commitment. They accompany 
Jesus from Galilee to Jerusalem where he faced the darkest moments of his 
life, and witness his death. Their leader executed, they do not go into hiding 
or deny knowing him. Unlike the seed that falls on rocky soil, they do not 
fall away in time of temptation, their roots having gone deep in good soil.37 
The women disciples are not merely walking behind Jesus, nor are they 
simply providing sustenance for the wandering charismatic. They have a 
longstanding relationship with him and faithfully accompany him in his life 
and death. They are the last ones by the cross and his entombment, while the 
male disciples recede into the background.
The signif icance of the women’s actions at this point cannot be 
underestimated. Their longstanding relationship with Jesus makes them 
fit to be Jesus’s witnesses. Only because they listened attentively, they can, 
once prodded by the men in white, remember Jesus’s words and correctly 
interpret the reality of the empty tomb—as Jesus’s victory over death. It 
is their witnessing to the resurrection, as Forbes and Harrower assert, that 
constitutes “the first step in transforming the other disciples’ theological belief 
about Jesus.”38
35Ben Witherington, Women and the Genesis of Christianity, ed. Ann Witherington 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 203.
36Luke Timothy Johnson, The Living Gospel (New York: Continuum, 2004), 145.
37Forbes and Harrower, Raised from Obscurity, 128.
38Ibid., 133.<LFN>
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THE GALILEAN WOMEN OF LUKE 8:1–3 AS A 
PARADIGM OF CHRISTIAN DISCIPLESHIP
We can now sum up how the Galilean women epitomize discipleship. To 
recapitulate, a disciple is one who responds to Jesus’s call to leave everything 
behind to become his follower. Following Jesus means listening to his 
teachings and committing to him by patterning one’s life after Jesus’s. This 
entails serving and sharing one’s resources with others so that no one is 
deprived. Not only must Jesus’s followers not be attached to possessions, they 
even abandon familial expectations and responsibilities. Jesus demands that 
his disciples deny themselves and take up their cross daily and follow him. 
Jesus becomes the basis, source, and end of all relationships. The commitment 
is a response to Jesus’s show of love.
Against the conventions of society and because of their relationship 
with Jesus, the women of Luke 8:1–3 leave everything behind, detaching 
themselves from their personal ties and their personal belongings and forming 
a community with him and the other disciples. They do not cling to their 
possessions as if those things were of ultimate value and the source of their 
identity and worth. Then, following Jesus’s teaching and example, they 
provide for the company both by sharing their material possessions (“out 
of their means”) and by service, “waiting at the table” in various senses. For 
them, providing for Jesus and the other disciples does not at all imply their 
being greater or less than the others but is rather an appropriation of Jesus’s 
teachings of love for God and neighbor. 
Whence their motivation to serve? As the story of the unnamed woman 
shows, there is a close connection between dispossession and self-giving love. 
An encounter with God’s grace empowers one to share one’s possession, the 
act of which is the proper response—thanksgiving—for having received the 
divine gift. The women’s dispossession reveals their attitude toward Jesus: 
being healed of their maladies, they reciprocate love for love. 
Discipleship, then, is as much a relationship as it is a way of life. As the 
women travel with Jesus during his ministry in Galilee, they listen attentively 
to his words and witness to his teachings and his way of life. The women’s 
relationship with Jesus does not refer to a single event—their conversion or 
healing, for instance. It is constantly deepening and growing. At the beginning 
of the gospel, after being healed from their infirmities, they provide for Jesus 
and the Twelve out of their means and follow Jesus in his missionary journey 
where they listen attentively to his teachings. By the end of the gospel, they 
have accompanied Jesus to Jerusalem and are witnesses to the crucial moments 
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of Jesus’s life: the crucifixion, death, and burial. At the end of a longstanding 
relationship, remembering rightly his teachings, the women become the first 
proclaimers of the resurrection. Despite the other disciples’ disbelief, they 
herald the Easter faith.
Service, sharing of resources, steadfast following of Jesus—by these acts 
the Galilean women of Luke 8:2–3 epitomize discipleship and show the way 
for people who would take up the cross and follow Jesus today.
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